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Introduction
 
This article presents a concise history of the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church’s foreign missionary program, which would be true even of the 
full version: I have written rather more than can be presented even in the 
generous allocation of length. However, the exercise of elaborating the 
history has allowed me to identify, I hope, the key points. Even a longer 
history is far from a complete history of what A. G. Daniells, 111 years ago, 
called the Adventist “mission enterprise.”1 But as my team and I came to 
realize in doing the research for this history, the volume of documenta-
tion in the General Conference (GC) Archives (much less other collections) 
means that writing a truly comprehensive history is at least conceivable. 
This article presents sketches, or outline histories, albeit anchored in the 
original sources. Something that is omitted from both the longer history 
and from my two articles are stories of the men and women who served 
the church in foreign climes and cultures. I hope that IPRS will commis-
sion a study of Adventist missionaries, drawing on each appointee’s file; 
which is something I have discussed with secretariat, which would yield 
rich insights that could improve our systems, but would also make it pos-
sible to tell the story of mission service from the missionaries’ point of 
view. 
These two articles give the perspective of the world headquarters. 
Although not as exciting as the stories of missionaries, denominational 
infrastructure is the indispensable foundation of missionary service. 
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The two articles are not wholly distinct; they are two chapters of one 
long study, connected by GC Secretariat. They overlap and intersect, but 
the reason they can ultimately be separated is that, as noted in the sec-
ond article, Secretariat’s role in planning, strategizing, promoting, and re-
cruiting for, mission, something with which we are all familiar today, has 
not been a constant. However, that is for the second article. This article, 
which will touch on multiple aspects of the mission enterprise, will focus 
on foreign missionaries. G. T. Ng asked me earlier this year whether the 
current priorities of the ISE program are the same as those who founded 
its antecedent. I think he felt instinctively that the answer was no. In this 
presentation, I will share with you firm evidence that confirms that hunch. 
Priorities have changed. 
The changes are connected to the changing priorities within GC 
Secretariat, which will be described in the second paper. But just to fore-
shadow, planning, strategizing, and promoting missions was down-
graded, and fostering sound administration and policing policy was pri-
oritized. We might call this, if a little unkindly, the bureaucratization of 
Secretariat, but as I will show in this paper, there was a largely contempo-
raneous and, in essential ways, a similar trend what sort of missionaries 
were funded, recruited and deployed: the missionary program in other 
words also bureaucratized and, moreover, medicalized, technologized, 
and specialized. Initially, its primary focus was on sending workers into 
all the world to preach and to teach (the great commission as given in 
Mark 16:15 and Matthew 28:20), with a secondary emphasis on supplying 
the needs of institutions. But there was a shift to a primary focus on find-
ing and dispatching specialized administrators—technocrats and ecclesi-
astical bureaucrats—to work in institutions and organizations. This is of 
course a legitimate, even a worthy goal, but it is right to question whether 
it ought to be the primary objective of the denomination’s cross-cultural 
mission program. Certainly it represents a significant shift. 
A change in purpose is not always a bad thing; the world changes, and 
if organizations do not evolve they may die. Mission creep, however, can 
end up sapping an organization’s very raison d’être. In the case of the IDE/
ISE program, our shift in emphasis from working with people in order to 
make disciples, to protecting and perfecting administrative and institu-
tional infrastructures, is one that would have taken our pioneers aback; 
it should also give us, at the very least, pause for significant reflection: in 
what direction do we take the church’s missionary program in the future? 
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What Is a Missionary?
 
A significant part of this paper is based on statistics. One might say it is 
a mix of quantitative and qualitative analysis. The reason is that we have 
important data on missionaries for part but not the whole of our history. 
It will be helpful to clarify a few points about our missionary statistics, 
points that most, but probably not all, will be aware of. 
The key metric for most of our foreign missionary program history 
was the annual number of “missionaries dispatched,” that is, the total of 
new appointees (a term officially adopted in 1910),2 sent out to the mission 
field. Why no count was kept of the number of missionaries in service, 
which on the face of it appears more important, is something I have never 
seen addressed (though I suspect it reflects the fact that up to the 1950s 
most missionaries served a long time so that monitoring fluctuations in 
the total in field may have seemed unnecessary). The GC only began re-
porting the annual total of IDEs in service in 1997,3 and early this century 
GC Secretariat did a retrospective assessment of numbers “in field” back 
to 1979.4 Starting then, we have statistics for the number of missionaries 
currently serving each year. For the main GC missionary metric, new mis-
sionaries or IDEs appointed, we have reliable annual figures from 1901 to 
the present (figure 1). 
I must confess a mea culpa here. In ASTR we had thought we had sta-
tistics going back to 1874 but research for this project has revealed many 
errors.5 
In addition, we have some information on where missionaries were 
called from and the type of work they were called to do. Some of this data 
was retrospectively compiled by Secretariat: one, report, prepared for the 
secretary’s report to the 1970 GC Session, gives breakdowns of the an-
nual totals of new missionary appointees, by division of origin, for 1958 
through 1969.6 A report prepared in the early 1980s gives annual break-
downs of the types of work missionaries were being sent to carry out for 
1946 to 1980. The figures are incomplete, but constitute a large enough 
sample that the proportions can be assumed to be roughly accurate.7 From 
1998 on we have annual reports that include detailed classifications of the 
type of work IDEs were called to do as well as the divisions they were 
called to and from. Finally, we have what seems to be reliable statistics 
for the annual totals of appointees from NAD from 1903, but thereafter it 
was updated regularly.8 By extrapolation, this gives us the figures for total 
non-NAD origin appointees from 1903 up to the present. 
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When I say that we have “reliable statistics” for certain periods, how-
ever, what are they statistics of? When I say, for example, that we have 
annual totals of new missionaries, who was or is regarded as a mission-
ary? In other words, what was being counted? This is not only a question 
relevant for statistics; since we are looking at the history of Seventh-day 
Adventist Church’s foreign missionary program, what are we actually 
talking about? Over the 143 years since the denomination dispatched John 
Andrews abroad, are we comparing apples with apples? 
The Adventist Church only formally defined those working in its mis-
sion enterprise a century after Andrews sailed for Europe.9 Everybody ev-
idently knew what a missionary was, so why define it? Of the two formal 
definitions of a missionary adopted in the last 43 years, neither can simply 
be applied retrospectively. The definition of “interdivisional employee,” 
adopted in 1974, cannot be applied before 1909 and arguably not until 
after the 1918 GC Session when divisions took on something like their 
present form. The definition adopted in 2013, “a denominational worker 
serving in a foreign country,” cannot be easily applied to our history, for 
reasons that will become clear in a moment. 
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It is notable that, in official terminology, “missionary” has not been 
used for much of our history. For example, the 1925 Annual Statistical 
Report (ASR) was the first to report statistics on missionaries, but the ti-
tle of the relevant table was “Laborers Sent to Foreign Fields.” Its title 
was changed the following year to “Evangelistic Laborers Sent to Foreign 
Fields,” changed again in 1941 to “Workers Sent to Foreign Fields” and, 
in 1958, to “Workers Sent to Mission Fields.” In 1975, after the adoption of 
the terminology of “IDE,” the table was entitled “Regular new workers ac-
cepting calls outside the home division,” which is absolute bureaucratese, 
but at least precisely describes what was being counted. In 1998, it became 
more briefly but even more blandly titled “International Deployment of 
Personnel” table (which did not include anything like all denominational 
personnel deployed internationally, making it a little misleading as well 
as boring). Back in the 1930s the forms would-be missionaries completed 
were for “workers in . . . mission fields,” not missionaries.  
Why the absence of the iconic term “missionary”? By the 1970s there 
were cultural and political reasons (see p. 91). Fifty years earlier, I sus-
pect it is because church leaders liked to stress that there were home mis-
sionaries as well as foreign missionaries; in the 1920s when the designa-
tion “Laborers sent to foreign fields” was adopted, the Home Missionary 
Bureau was easily the largest at the GC in terms of number of staff.10 It is 
likely, then, that a desire not to lessen the importance of “home missionar-
ies” is why official terminology stressed service outside one’s homeland 
or in a mission field. 
In practice, though, Adventists talked and wrote about missionaries all 
the time for much of the twentieth century, even if not in official forms. In 
the absence of a formal definition for the period up to 1975, we have to try 
to deduce in hindsight what Adventists understood “missionaries” to be. 
Fortunately, it is possible to identify, from practice, a working definition. 
Definition in the 1870s was easy: a missionary was someone sent over-
seas from the United States. Thanks to missionaries, however, the church 
first created, and then recruited from, new Adventist heartlands outside 
the original North American homeland. By the first decade of the twenti-
eth century, if not earlier, British, European, Australian, and white South 
African workers were engaged in what Adventist editors, writers, and 
church leaders, all described, at the time and since, as missionary service. 
As early as 1908, missionaries from outside North America exceeded those 
from North America, though this would not be repeated again for another 
thirty years (see figure 2). 
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Thereafter, “foreign” could no longer mean outside the USA. But a for-
eign missionary could not simply be described as any “laborer” working 
a country foreign to him. For example, in the 1890s or early 1900s, a Dane 
working in Sweden or a German in Switzerland apparently did not count 
as a missionary, and neither did a US citizen working in Canada. But a 
German in the Middle East or a Swede in Africa did; at least early on, a 
Dane pastoring in Finland or a French pastor in Portugal were counted as 
missionaries, too. That seems to have been because Finland and Portugal 
were initially termed missions—yet an American or Canadian working in 
Germany, Scandinavia or Britain also counted as a missionary even after 
they ceased to be regarded as mission fields. The term, “mission field” 
is another that Adventists never formally defined. In practice, it meant 
more than an organizational unit with the title of mission: by the 1920s, 
regions clearly regarded as mission fields included conferences. Still if we 
accept that the term “mission field” was only loosely defined, then it is 
possible to identify a working definition of “missionary” for roughly the 
first hundred years of denominational mission outside North America. A 
“missionary” was an American working anywhere outside North America, 
or anyone else serving in a foreign country, if it was a mission field; and in 
either case, it was a person whose call to serve went through the General 
Conference Committee. 
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This, in sum, is what the statistics starting in 1901 count. When later in this 
article I refer to statistics on “missionaries,” I mean, up to 1974, missionar-
ies according to this working definition; and from 1975 onwards, I mean 
IDEs. In fact, this working definition continued to be broadly applicable 
even after the adoption of the terminology of IDE (on which see p. 91). In 
practice, probably most people who had been counted as “Workers Sent 
to Mission Fields” would have been counted as IDEs and vice-versa, so 
that the change would not have had much direct impact on missionary 
statistics. 
There were exceptions. For example, church leaders from other coun-
tries called to the General Conference were often not classed as “sent to 
mission fields” but from 1975 have regularly been classified as IDEs. In re-
cent years, former mission field divisions such as those in Africa and Asia 
are making greater use than in the past of expatriate, but intra-divisional 
(even intra-union), workers who have not counted as IDEs, but might 
have been counted as missionaries in the old days—but then, in the old 
days, mission fields were more likely to call Westerners to serve as mis-
sionaries than to make use of national workers in regional foreign mission 
fields. Moreover, during the five decades that the three European divi-
sions incorporated African mission fields, calls to church workers to ap-
pointments within those division were frequently (though not invariably) 
made via the General Conference; more recently, EUD and TED used in-
terdivision budgets for intra-divisional workers in the Middle East (and 
they are not alone in this kind of usage). All this points to the persistence, 
in practice, of the old informal definition, in spite of the adoption of a 
new formal definition that should in theory have changed things. Similar 
practices continued. 
It is right to acknowledge that the statistics we have from 1901 can 
only be broadly, rather than entirely, consistent. Given the period and the 
lack of firm definitional criteria, there will be some workers counted as 
missionaries in the past who would not be now and vice versa. However, 
these would have been exceptions and would not affect the trends re-
vealed by the statistics of the large number of “missionaries” as defined 
above.  
It is also the case that we cannot say that statistics for the Adventist 
Church’s official mission enterprise represents the entire missionary effort 
of the Seventh-day Adventist Church. Only since 2013 have intra-divisional 
missionaries in foreign countries been included in missionary statistics; in 
the first year of new style reporting (2014), divisions reported 415 of these 
in service worldwide, which suggests their importance. As noted above, 
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however, there is reason to believe that their numbers have increased re-
cently, with less use made of Westerners in several divisions. The many 
workers from Australia and New Zealand who since 1901 have served 
in mission fields in the Pacific island nations were all processed by the 
Australasian Union Conference (and later by the South Pacific Division), 
and never appear in GC records unless they later went to other continents. 
From the early twentieth century until as late as the 1960s, some British 
and European missionaries sent to East Africa were processed through 
the Northern European Division (NED), or even the British Union, and 
thus they never crossed the GC’s statistical horizon. However, as already 
noted, many sent to the NED’s African territories from its European ter-
ritories were called through the GC, even though they went within their 
own division. In all these cases, the numbers involved for most of our 
history were relatively small. The statistics included in this report thus 
represent the majority of Adventists working in mission fields, so that the 
trends that emerge from the statistics can be taken as indicative of overall, 
world-Church trends in support for missionaries. 
In sum, having acknowledged appropriate caveats, we have estab-
lished what Adventists, in practice, understood “missionaries” to be. The 
Adventist understanding of missionary is consistent enough to allow evi-
dence to be drawn from across the period as a whole, and still be compar-
ing “apples with apples.” It allows us to use, with appropriate caution, the 
statistics for GC missionaries since 1901. They have limitations but can be 
used to indicate trends in the Adventist mission enterprise. 
Organization, Inter-faith Outreach, and Inter-church Relations
 
The administrative structures within which the Adventist Church’s 
foreign missionary program has operated have been very complicated. 
A whole series of committees and entities, with their own various lines of 
command, overlapping as well as sequential, have been responsible and/
or exercised oversight over the last 150 years. 
Because of the complexity, the committees and entities relating to call-
ing missionaries and to setting strategy and policy are illustrated in figure 
3 (next page); the committees and other entities dedicated to travel, logis-
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Figure 4. Travel and Logistics Committees/Entities Timeline 
Other Christians and World Religions
 
What was the purpose of the Adventist Church’s missionary program? 
Unsurprisingly, it evolved over time. As Barry Oliver observes, the “main 
objective” of the Adventist Church’s “missionary endeavor” in its early 
decades was “the establishment of missionary outposts in societies whose 
cultural background was similar to that of the missionaries who left the 
shores of North America.”11 Mission, then, was aimed at “people like us,” 
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who had not heard of “present truth.” The situation in the 1890s was cap-
tured by William A. Spicer, secretary of the Foreign Mission Board in the 
early 1890s, missionary leader in India in the late 1890s, GC secretary from 
1903-22 and then president until 1930. On retiring, he reminded delegates 
to the 1930 General Conference Session that, forty years before: 
We didn’t have much of an idea of going to the heathen. We didn’t 
expect to go in any really strong way. We never expected to go to the 
Catholic countries. We thought: We will get a few along the edges, and 
the Lord will come; but the Lord all the time had in mind this purpose, 
of calling the heathen, of calling through all the Catholic lands for His 
people to come.12
In the early twentieth century, this changed. This was due not least to 
Ellen White, who penned a series of testimonies emphasizing mission to 
adherents of non-Christian religions. She wanted nominal Christians in 
Western countries to hear full biblical truth, but as her life went on, she 
looked beyond what contemporaries saw as “civilized countries.” She di-
rected Adventist attention to the heartlands of animism and of what today 
we call world religions.13 It also, however, owed something to leaders like 
Spicer, who had worked for Hindus in India, and Irwin H. Evans, who, 
after six years as GC treasurer (1903-9) then served as the first president 
of the Asiatic Division, where indigenous Christian groups were tiny and 
Buddhism, Shintoism, and Confucianism were major challenges.14 
In the early 1900s, Adventist missionaries were going in increasing 
numbers to Africa, where they evangelized adherents of traditional reli-
gions, and to China and Southeast Asia, where they engaged with mem-
bers of rival world religions. In India and the Middle East, to be sure, they 
largely targeted indigenous Christians, but they were still engaging with 
very different cultures. The situation of the late nineteenth century, de-
scribed by Oliver, had shifted significantly. Under Spicer, Adventist mis-
sion became cross-cultural before that term was even coined. 
By 1917, SDAs were regarded as so expert in mission to the non-
Christian world that a leading interdenominational body, the Board of 
Missionary Preparation, asked the GC Secretariat for advice. Secretariat 
also had cordial relations with the nondenominational Missionary 
Education Movement and sent a representative to the meetings of the 
World Christian Fundamentals Association in order to be aware of its 
initiatives relating to mission.15 Today, this might be seen as unusual or 
even suspicious, but early twentieth-century church leaders had few bi-
ases against working with other Christian missionary organizations. The 
Seventh-day Adventist Church sent two delegates to the celebrated 1910 
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World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh, including Spicer, the GC 
secretary.16 In both the 1936-37 and 1937-38 academic years, the first two 
academic years of the newly opened Seventh-day Adventist Theological 
Seminary, at a time when the GC president regularly attended its Board, 
the Seminary had Samuel Zwemer, one of the best-known Protestant mis-
sionaries of the era and a distinguished scholar as well as missionary, give 
a series of three lectures to students—the lectures were subsequently pub-
lished in Ministry magazine.17 In the early 1940s, when the world church 
first began to look at specialized academic missionary training programs, 
GC leaders initially sent future missionary families “to attend the Kennedy 
School of Missions [at Hartford Seminary], in preparation for work among 
the Moslems,” paying for Adventist pastors (and their wives) to study 
at what styled itself as “an interdenominational university of religion.”18 
Whatever wider attitudes in the church may have been, the leaders of the 
Adventist mission enterprise, based in GC Secretariat were determined to 
cross cultural boundaries and in order to develop the competencies neces-
sary to do so, they were willing to dialogue with other Christians. 
Trends in Missionary Recruiting
 
The most significant trend in missionary recruiting can be summed 
up in a narrative of “rise and fall.” As figure 5 shows, after the landmark 
1901 reorganization (about which more will be in the second article) the 
number of mission appointees increased until World War I, then spiked 
again in 1920, before remaining buoyant for a decade until the coming of 
the Great Depression. In the first twenty years after the GC Committee 
replaced the Foreign Mission Board, the Adventist Church sent 2,257 “la-
borers to foreign fields.” Even in the fifteen years from the start of the 
Great Depression until the end of World War II, there were 1,597 new 
appointees.
11
Trim: Foreign Missionary Program
Published by Digital Commons @ Andrews University, 2019
77
2020, vol. 15 no. 2














































































































The following 25 years, culminating in 1970, were the golden age of the 
Adventist Church foreign missionary program. In that quarter-century, 
“Workers Sent to Mission Fields” totaled 7,385. Even during World War II, 
church leaders had boldly planned to make up for the inevitable recession 
during the war years, and they continued to build on success. However, 
1969 and 1970 saw the highest and second highest numbers of new ap-
pointees in our history: 473 and 470 respectively. These two years were the 
apogee. Since then, the story has been one of decline. Figure 5 reveals con-
siderable oscillation (annual fluctuations are inevitable), but the overall 
picture emerges more clearly in figure 6, which charts the annual number 
of new appointees using ten-year moving averages.  
From the 1901 reorganization, there was a steady growth, checked only 
by the Great Depression and Second World War, followed by remarkable 
growth that plateaued at the end of the 1960s, since when there has been 
steep decline.
A similar story emerges from consideration of the numbers of mission-
aries in service, as opposed to new appointees. As noted above, there are 
annual totals of serving missionaries only starting in 1979 (see figure 7). 
Examining these statistics, one sees again that the middle and late 1980s 
and very early 1990s witnessed a sharp decline in the numbers of mis-
sionaries serving each year, but then the rest of the 1990s saw a minor 
revival and effective stability until the mid 2000s when, in common with 
the figures for new IDEs, a further decline began which continues to the 
present day.
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Appointees/IDEs in service, per annum, 1979-2015
Figure 7
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Furthermore, in the last 30 years volunteers have been a significant 
feature on the church’s missionary landscape (see figure 8). In the last 20 
years, in particular, the number of volunteers sent each year dramatically 
increased, and to some extent this makes up for the long-term decline in 






























































































New Volunteers per annum, 1975-2011
Figure 8
However, the majority of volunteers only serve for one year, whereas 
traditional missionaries went, and today’s ISEs go, for several years, so 
one might need to send out four or five thousand volunteers to equal a 
thousand ISEs deployed. This is even apart from the fact that longer-term 
missionaries bring to bear considerably greater sensitivity and knowl-
edge on the culture around them than do short-term volunteers. Thus, 
while the raw numbers of volunteers going out each year bear witness 
to a continuing interest in mission service among church members, and 
are welcome for that reason, they cannot make up for the decline in the 
numbers of long-term missionaries both sent out and maintained in the 
field. Indeed, we should be concerned by the extent to which, without any 
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real discussion among policy-makers, the church has allowed, by default, 
its mission program to rely on volunteers instead of long-term missionar-
ies. Figure 9 shows the balance between new appointees/IDEs/ISEs on the 
one hand, and volunteers on the other, over a 55-year period from the late 
1950s to 2013. In 1973, volunteers were more than half the total number 
of new missionaries for the first time but since then IDEs have never been 
as much as half; indeed, the last time they exceeded one in five was 1995. 
The net decline in numbers of long-term missionaries is not the only 
thing that is an alarming trend. It is the fact that this decline has happened 
as the church has experienced dramatic growth. In the entire denomina-
tion, there is significantly less commitment now than in the past to the 

















































































































Appointees vs Volunteers, 1958-2013
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Missionaries per 10,000 members, 1901-2015, ten-year moving averages
Figure 11
This is even more evident if one considers the trend in appointee num-
bers expressed as a ratio of missionaries per 10,000 members, as shown in 
figure 10. Looking at the figures thus, then one sees that the high point of 
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Adventist missionary commitment was in 1920, when there was a fraction 
over 16 missionaries for every 10,000 members, although there is still a 
spike in the figures in the immediate aftermath of World War II, reflecting 
the post-war mission expansion. In this case, again, due to the inevitable 
annual fluctuations, it is appropriate to view the data as ten-year mov-
ing averages (figure 11). The trend shown here only confirms the picture 
indicated by the annual figures. For more than 60 years the proportion 
of world Church resources committed to the foreign missionary program 
has been in decline. 
If the main story is one of decline and fall, a second significant trend, 
and an encouraging one, is very considerable growth in the percentage 
of missionaries from outside NAD. The way in which missionaries from 
former (and even current) mission fields have taken on the burden of 
missionary work is evident in figure 12, which shows the trend in actual 
numbers of new appointees per annum from inside the NAD and from all 
other continents combined, for the time period 1903 through 2015. Even 
more revealing is the percentage split between NAD appointees and all 
non-NAD appointees in the same period (figure 13). This chart does not 
show actual numbers, which of course have declined overall, but it does 
highlight the extent to which missionaries from outside North America 
have increased in significance, now regularly providing twice or three 
























































































































Missionaries sent by the SDA Church (1903-2015), NAD & all otherDivistions: Totals compared
Sent from NAD Sent from other than NAD
Figure 12
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In sum, during the 1950s and 1960s, North American missionary re-
cruitment was growing, helping feed the record numbers of appointees, 
and also was stable in terms of percentage. It is in recent years that the rest 
of the world has borne a greater share of the burden of recruiting for the 
denomination’s missionary program.


























































































































Trends in Missionary Employment
Having considered the trends in missionary recruiting, what do the 
data indicate about the work that missionaries do when in the field? In 
considering the trends in types of missionary employment, the first point 
to acknowledge is that one of the largest categories of employment (or 
non-employment) is in that of unassigned spouses (see figure 14). This 
data, as noted earlier, is incomplete but it is likely that the proportions are 
roughly correct. It is appropriate to acknowledge that the heyday of the 
foreign missionary program was only possible because of the willingness 
of many wives (and most were wives in this period) to sacrifice the poten-
tial of extra income and careers of their own.
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If we look, however, at the types of work appointees were called to 
perform, and performed, there has been a significant trend away from 
employing missionaries in front-line work, in soul winning. Of course, 
there are reasons for this: there is no need for American literature evange-
lists to work in Inter-America, South America, or the Philippines, which 
was the case in the early twentieth century. There is no need to call white 
missionary pastors or evangelists to Uganda or Tanzania (as was still hap-
pening in the 1960s) because there are local people who can do it, do it 
more cost effectively, and do it better. For that matter, whereas once mis-
sionaries would be conference and union presidents, now in most of the 
world that is increasingly unlikely (though the China Union provides an 
example). While missionaries are still called to division offices that means 
they have far less contact with the ordinary people of the areas in which 
they work than they would if they were a conference official—especially 
one in Africa or parts of Asia 60 years ago. 
Therefore, we understand that the proportions of missionaries who 
will engage in soul-winning work is less than it once was. However, even 
beyond this trend, the story of the twentieth century was, I suggest, partly 
one of medicalization and bureaucratization. There is a range of evidence 
for this. First, there are the objective data of statistics, which illustrate both 
trends. There are also correspondence and minutes, but first notice the 
quantitative evidence and then at what might be termed the qualitative 
evidence of documents. 
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Statistical Evidence
 
As mentioned above, the statistical data on categories of employment 
for the period 1946-1980 was compiled retrospectively: the numbers for 
missionaries engaged in category of employment do not amount to the 
annual total of missionaries. It is likely that Secretariat could not find data 
for every appointee. Thus, these statistics are not complete, but they are 
a large enough sample from each year’s pool of appointees that one can 
assume that the proportions are roughly accurate. These statistics are thus 












































































































Figure 15, which shows actual numbers for 1946-1980, illustrates the 
increasing importance of medical employment in the 1960s and 1970s. 
This is underscored by figure 16, which calculates the percentage share of 
each category of employment for the 35 years in question. This illustrates 
clearly the importance of front-line evangelistic workers in the 1940s and 
early 1950s, and the way that category dwindled in the 1970s, even as em-
ployment in medical work loomed ever larger.  
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What of the last two decades? Figure 17, like figure 16, calculates the 
proportion engaged in each type of employment, though it should be not-
ed that it has extra categories, because the detailed annual reports from 
which the statistics for 1998 to the present are taken allows the data to be 
broken down into extra occupational categories. There is a striking differ-
ence between the two periods—the share (of a diminishing pool of work-
ers) engaged in health and medicine has not increased in the last twenty 
years; indeed, it decreased slightly. The huge area of growth since 1998 
has been in general administrative employment and in education, though 
rather more so for faculty than for other staff. Pastoral and evangelistic 
workers do not lose much share, but they were starting from a very low 
bar, which does not improve at all. 
 What conclusions can be drawn from these statistical trends? There 
has been a trend towards (1) medicalization of missionary employment in 
the twenty years to c. 1980, (2) with the rise of for-profit Adventist educa-
tion a well-educated workforce is needed, almost requiring an interna-
tional workforce, and (3) because of the increasing importance of church 
bureaucracies, including, I suggest, the need for ever more specialized po-
sitions, not least being accountants who can meet GCAS standards and IT 
specialists, these positions have increased. These trends also emerge from 
the documentary evidence. 
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Medical missions were originally significantly evangelistic in nature. 
In the very early twentieth century, most Adventist medical “institutions” 
were clinics. This was true even of what later became hospitals but be-
gan in rather more humble fashion. Among the first missionary parties to 
many countries, including China and India, included nurses. Where there 
was no nurse, a pastor or evangelist would deliver basic medical or dental 
care. Examples include J. H. Krum, the first missionary to Palestine, and 
Ferdinand Stahl, the celebrated pioneer missionary to Bolivia and Peru, 
who performed basic dental surgery. Even when clinics had a physician 
on staff, missionary doctors in clinics were engaged in basic medicine, 
rather than being the distant, almost godlike figures that they would be-
come in large hospitals. This meant they, like the nurses, were engaged 
up close and personal with local people and so medical work was innately 
missionary work in the classic sense of being evangelistic.  
Evidence of this is the fact that, in the 1890s and early 1900s, doctors sent 
to the mission field were regularly ordained, though those that worked 
in sanitariums in North American often were not. The reason was that 
a doctor in the mission field was on the front line and, typically, would 
necessarily be engaged in ministry to souls as well as bodies.20 There is 
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also explicit evidence of the way missionary doctors felt themselves to 
be on the front line of mission. For example, during the 1909 General 
Conference Session, at a meeting of the Medical Missionary Department, 
Dr. A. A. John “read an inspiring paper,” emphasizing his experience of 
“medical missionary work—preaching and healing—as one work,” and giv-
ing examples of how his medical work had “opened the way” for wit-
nessing to Mexican people.21 The professionalization and scientification 
of medicine that was taking place in this period began to have an effect 
on Adventist physicians and hospitals. However, in the 1920s, mission-
ary hospitals were still conceived of primarily as an entering wedge to 
allow proselytizing work. In his report to the 1926 General Conference 
Session, African Division President W. H. Branson made the point that 
Bechuanaland (today’s Botswana) had been “a closed country to us,” 
where missionaries were unwanted—“but they said, we do want doctors. 
We have no doctors.” The British colonial authorities admitted Dr. A. H. 
Kretchmar, a qualified physician, resulting, Branson testified, in “an open-
ing in that tribe. Inside of a year the whole tribe held its doors wide open, 
and we had full access to go in and preach the gospel.”22 
Gradually, though, there was a shift in mindset to simply maintain-
ing and expanding the institutions that had previously been created. 
Hospitals were obliged to keep up with the ever quickening pace of in-
novation in medical technology and practice—if they did not, they might 
decline and be forced to close, and the idea that institutions, like individu-
als, might have a lifespan is one that seems never to have occurred. Far 
too often, neither the did the question: What are we keeping an institution 
going for? Adventists apparently instinctively feel that institutions must 
be maintained, for their closure seems like defeat. There is no question 
that many hospitals in mission fields retained a strong mission ethos, but 
others seemed happy to become the institution of preference for elite cli-
enteles. This might be justified in terms of the profits and contacts that 
could be made and that would be directed to mission, but in practice the 
success of the institution seems to have become an end rather than means 
to a greater end.  
This tendency was evident at Shanghai Sanitarium-Hospital as early 
as the 1930s and later at Dar el-Salaam Hospital in Baghdad and the mis-
sion hospitals in Bangkok, Karachi, and Hong Kong (though only the lat-
ter retains its elite following). In each case, church leaders by the 1950s 
or 1960s would boast, to church members, if not to the outside world, of 
how favored they were by royalty and wealthy clients. An alternative ex-
ample is Benghazi Adventist Hospital, opened in Libya in 1956, as a way 
of establishing an Adventist presence in what had been literally forbidden 
territory. The hospital was a great success, medically, but had minimal 
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missional impact on the indigenous population. In 1960, 17 members of 
the staff had organized a church, but by the time the revolutionary govern-
ment of Muammar al Gaddafi nationalized Benghazi Adventist Hospital 
in late 1969, there had been just one baptism in Libya and that was of an 
Italian expatriate. All the Adventists in the country were missionaries or 
their family members and all were expelled. Thirteen years of high-quality 
medical work had resulted in no measurable missional results.23 
As hospitals developed, moreover, they often abandoned the pre-
ventive medicine that had once characterized the Adventist approach to 
health and medical care. They also had ever larger needs for staff. Much 
of the Middle East Division administration’s time went into oversight of 
Dar el-Salaam Hospital and Benghazi Adventist Hospital, and particu-
larly into recruiting the very large staff that they needed, which, to be 
Adventist, had to be entirely drawn from outside. For example, at the time 
of Benghazi’s nationalization, the hospital relied on an entirely expatri-
ate staff of 105 missionaries who came from around the world (among 
them many from the Far East Division) and all of whom then required 
repatriation.24 
At a Secretariat Staff Meeting in 1967, GC Secretary W. R. Beach “pre-
sented comparative statistics on the number of current missionaries from 
North America, as of March 1967 and as of October, 1964.” He highlighted 
“that the medical and educational groups increased” significantly, while 
the administrative and ministerial groups decreased.25 
By 1974, the staff needs of medical institutions loomed so large in the 
minds of those tasked with coordinating mission recruiting that, for the 
first time, the Appointees Committee seriously discussed “use of non-
Adventist personnel to fill positions in overseas health-care institutions”. 
Asked to produce a statement, Secretariat did so, which stressed “that 
the chief aim of our medical institutions is to cooperate in the evangelis-
tic thrust of the church by revealing Christ to those who come under the 
influence of their personnel.” Its draft statement included three points, 
“reaffirm[ing] the principle that SDA institutions should generally be 
staffed with SDA personnel” and making it difficult for divisions and in-
stitutions to take on “non-Adventist professionals”—yet it is telling that 
when the Committee of Appointees adopted the report it was only after 
“the addition of [a new] paragraph” which recognized “that there may be 
. . . circumstances where it may be desirable to appoint a non-Adventist.”26 
The general tenor of the voted statement is, to be fair, still very much one 
of discouraging such appointments, but even to contemplate it as pos-
sible was very much a new departure. It indicates, I suggest, how medical 
employment needs were now driving the foreign mission program of the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church.  
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There has also, I suggest, been a tendency to bureaucratization—indeed, 
to technocratization, technologization, and hyper-specialization 
In the 1950s, the pioneer missionary to the Middle East, George D. 
Keough, then based in Beirut, lamented that the new missionaries coming 
out from America only “want to administer, and if there is nothing to ad-
minister they do not get down to work, but seek to create administrative 
posts for themselves.”27 In the 1940s-1950s, there unquestionably was some 
cynicism among veteran European missionaries about the new generation 
of American missionaries; but that is not to say that there were not some 
grounds for their cynicism. Keough was not taking a cheap shot or engag-
ing in rhetoric. He always retained his taste for direct work with indig-
enous people. He was later very proud that, in the late 1930s, though then 
the union president, he had “raised up the church in Amman,” Jordan.28 
In the early 1950s, while in his 70s and holding senior administrative posi-
tions in the Middle East Division, he nonetheless, as the local union presi-
dent reported, “had a hand” in a “series of evangelistic meetings” in the 
Arabic church in Beirut.29 But these were the attitudes of an older genera-
tion; some younger missionaries, such as Robert Darnell, retained them: 
he is still remembered with great fondness by Egyptian church members 
as a result. However, the attitudes were changing. 
In 1972, missiologist Gottfried Oosterwal gave a presentation to the 
Appointees Committee, which at that time exercised the key role, besides 
Secretariat, in the GC missionary program. Oosterwal observed: “Today, 
Seventh-day Adventists have more missionaries in the field than any other 
protestant denomination, and in more areas of the world.” So far, so good, 
his audience may have thought, but then he added some less comfortable 
comments, observing that “a marked change in the pattern of missionary 
service” was taking place. 
The vast majority of SDA missionaries are going out not so much to 
work for unbelievers, but rather for the members of the church in 
overseas fields. This is clearly reflected in the type of missionaries the 
church is sending out: the majority serve as teachers and in para- edu-
cational professions in Adventist schools; another large group consists 
of medical and paramedical personnel. At the bottom of the list are 
administrators. [But a group came lower still!] Hardly any evangelis-
tic or ministerial workers are leaving the shores of North American to-
day. The new missionary can . . . be characterized by the term: specialists.
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He then made the following prediction, of trouble ahead, based on the 
trends he saw: “Mission may become too much church-oriented, thereby 
spending increasing amounts of money on the build-up of the church and 
the institutional care of its members and too little for the evangelistic out-
reach.” Later, in the lengthy presentation, Oosterwal summarized again: 
“Missionaries today are teachers, professionals and specialists.”30  
This is a recognizable trend, one that has only intensified. Indeed, 
with the addition of calls to work in Information Technology, ISEs are 
even more specialized, indeed technologized, than they were 45 years ago 
when Oosterwal made his prescient diagnosis. 
The decision in 1974 to reclassify “Workers Sent to Mission Fields” as 
“Regular new workers accepting calls outside the home division,” which 
was implemented in 1975, now makes even more sense. Of course, ex-
ternal factors were at work. Notably, decolonization and national libera-
tion movements, while in Islamic, Buddhist, and Hindu countries, there 
was concomitant loss of privileged status previously enjoyed by Christian 
denominations. These forces made the term “missionary” unacceptable 
in many countries. In 1973, the Sabbath School Department raised this 
fact, delicately pointing that, “in some areas,” terms such as “missions, 
missionaries, mission offerings, missionary service, mission fields, foreign 
missions, etc. . . . are seldom used; yet, denominational publications print-
ed in ‘home base’ lands use them copiously to the perplexity of church 
members in other lands.” In response, ADCOM appointed an ad hoc com-
mittee.31 The result was a process culminating, more than a year later, in 
the action by Annual Council in 1974, “regarding acceptable substitute 
terminology,” which cited the example of “‘interdivision worker’. . . in-
stead of the term ‘missionary.’”32 This led, in turn, nine years later, to the 
adoption by Annual Council of the familiar “interdivisional employee.”33 
What is notable is that for the first time, a missionary was defined by 
church structure rather than by service in a mission field. This is the very 
stuff of bureaucratic rationalization. Even if the intention was largely 
to make cosmetic changes, it is still revealing of a mindset. Indeed, it is 
consistent with the picture I will draw of Secretariat in the 1970s—this 
was when administrative tidiness began to loom larger than reaching un-
reached peoples. 
What of Secretariat then? That will be largely left for the second pa-
per, but as we draw to a conclusion, I will just observe that the people 
who worked in GC Secretariat were aware of what was happening. Eleven 
years after Oosterwal spoke to the Appointees Committee, he was asked 
by GC Secretary G. Ralph Thompson to speak to the Secretariat staff. 
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Oosterwal stressed: “The kind of missionary we are training now is dif-
ferent than those we trained 15 or 20 years ago.” And then he offered the 
following keen insight:
 
We have had a shift in the type of missionary we are sending out. This 
shift comes from our efforts to nationalize our staffs overseas. The 
supportive personnel that we are sending out are helping to prepare 
national leadership. We will, therefore, continue to need a large num-
ber of professionals, medical personnel, higher education personnel, 
and some administrative-level personnel.34
 
Does this sound familiar? Oosterwal concluded, incisively, that be-
cause the “Division and Union level is where the need is determined, and 
we can only recruit as they request,” GC leaders “need to lay the burden 
on the Division leadership to do pioneer missionary work and pioneer 
evangelism.”35  
There is other evidence, too, of Secretariat’s cognizance of trends. In 
1984 for example, the undersecretary discussed with the associates the 
case of an American pastor who had been “under appointment to mission 
service,” had his call fall through, but was still keen on mission service. 
The Minutes record, blandly and perhaps resignedly: “The Staff expressed 
their opinion that much of the problem in appointing [him] is the fact that 
there are such few openings for pastor-evangelists.”36 This had certainly 
not always been the case. Consider for example that sixty years earlier 
during a discussion of missionary recruiting at the 1924 Annual Council, 
it was noted: “That at the present juncture we call particular attention to 
the need of recruits in the ministry, Bible work, elementary teaching, and 
colporteur work.”37 The contrast with later years is stark. 
With hindsight, the end of the Secretaryship of W. R. Beach was a turn-
ing point. He can be seen to have held certain tendencies at bay, though 
perhaps he was merely fortunate to have retired before they became irre-
sistible. However, Beach foresaw what was coming. In his farewell report 
to the 1970 GC Session he warned: “For us the Advent Movement is too 
often the End of the World, Incorporated.”38 Whether or not he was think-
ing of the Adventist missionary program, soon enough it was to become 
far too incorporated. The same was arguably to be true of Secretariat, also; 




I will draw some conclusions from both articles in the second paper, 
but to conclude this first one, I offer the following thoughts. 
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143 years after Andrews sailed for Europe, the first “laborer sent to 
a foreign field,” the number of new long-term missionaries, now called 
ISEs, being appointed to serve is remarkably low. The four-year average 
of appointees for 2012 through 2015 was 86: this is not much more than 
the 85 that was the average number of appointees in for the first four years 
of World War II, which included 1942, which with 44 had the lowest year 
for appointees of any year since the nineteenth century. In contrast, all the 
four-year averages for the period 1914 through 1919 exceed 96. The aver-
age for the last four years of the last quinquennium was higher than the 
average for the first four years of the Great Depression, which gives you 
some context. The last time before the last quinquennium that there were 
three years in a row with fewer than 100 appointees was 1932-34 and the 
last time that there were four years in a row (which was the case for 2012 
to 2015) was 1905–8. The church membership in 1908, however, was 97,579 
as opposed to 19,126,438. Now, using the new definition of missionary ad-
opted at the 2013 Annual Council, our total number of missionaries in ser-
vice is approximately 6,000. So how would we compare? Well, each year in 
the quadrennium 1905–8, just the new appointees were the equivalent of 
more than 6 per 10,000 church members, whereas today all the missionar-
ies in service are a fraction over 3 per 10,000. And as we have seen, of this 
small body of missionaries, the proportion engaged in actually sharing the 
gospel is also lower than for decades. 
There are now Adventist volunteers and many church members going 
on short-term mission trips, which was not the case half a century and 
more ago; in addition, there is television, radio and the internet, all of 
which have potential to reach far more people than many more mission-
aries. However, TV and radio have been around for a long time and the 
number of “workers sent to mission fields” was still rather higher. In any 
case, TV and internet in practice seem to convert successfully in already 
Christianized countries,39 and although AWR is reaching millions, there 
is evidence that radio needs “boots on the ground” to follow up interests. 
Short-term mission trips do more to build support for foreign missions in 
Adventist heartlands than to reach unreached people groups. Volunteers 
are wonderful but they do not replace long-term missionaries who adapt 
to local cultures and local people. As Adventists, we want to preach “this 
gospel of the kingdom in all the world for a witness unto all nations” 
(Matt 24:14); and as A. G. Daniells put it: “Then, and not till then, will the 
end come, for which we so earnestly long.”40 Many of the nations of the 
world have had the gospel proclaimed. However, to adapt Erton Kohler’s 
words to the Global Mission Issues Committee in 2015, if we keep reach-
ing ever-larger percentages of the same nations, we have not preached 
the gospel to all nations and the end will not come. If we are to peach this 
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gospel of the kingdom to all nations, then there is a good case that we need 
more long-term missionaries. 
To conclude this overview of the history of the foreign missionary pro-
gram of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, it is, by all kinds of metrics, at a 
low ebb and approaching the lowest for over a century. If we want to reach 
the world, more of the Seventh-day Adventist Church’s resources should 
be invested in cross-cultural mission and additional General Conference 
resources committed solely to those parts of the world where the local 
church lacks the ability to reach its territory. I will say more about this to 
conclude the second article since it would require more than funding and 
more than a resurgence of the foreign missionary program, it would re-
quire certain administrative reforms that probably only Secretariat could 
or would promote. However, there is no doubt that the foreign mission-
ary program is no longer the denominational priority it once was, or that 
its focus is no longer as much on reaching the unreached as it once was. 
Perhaps the Adventist Church is ok with that; however, if it is not, then it 




Timeline of Terms Used for Missionaries and Their Work
 
Approximate Dates       Term                                         
1850–1974 (unofficially, to the present)  Missionary 
1875–1971         Missionary worker  
1878–1906         Missionary laborer 
1911–Present        Appointee/Missionary 
appointee 
1970–1995       Inter-division worker (IDW) 
1974–Present        Inter-union worker 
1977–Present        Interdivision/International service 
1983–2014         Interdivision Employee (IDE) 
2015–Present        International Service Employee (ISE)
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